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; Controlling Grass Tetany
I

By D. L. Grunes' and H. F.
Mayland2, Soil Scientists.

Grass tetany is a nutritional lose their appetite. They are ner-
disease that occurs in beef and vous, have staring eyes, and keep
dairy cattle and sometimes sheep. their head and ears in an erect

~ Deficient levels of magnesium in position. Also, they stagger; have a
the diet cause the disease, which is twitching skin, especially on the
responsible for the deaths of many face, ears, and flanks; and lie

.. cows in the United States and down and get up frequently.
1 other countries. Grass tetany is Animals may be irritable and

sometimes called hypomagnesemic behave aggressively.
tetany, lactation tetany, grass stag- After a time, extreme excitement
gers, or winter tetany. and violent convulsions may

Cows are particularly susceptible develop. Animals lie flat on their
, to tetany when nursing a calf or side, the forelegs pedal periodical-
i producing milk. Sometimes preg- Iy, saliva flows freely, breathing is
.\ nant animals die from the condi- labored, and the heart pounds. If
I tion. Older cows are more suscep- treatment is not given at this stage,

tible than those with their first or animals usually die during or after
second calves. Also, cows that are a convulsion.I herded or worked may be more Stockmen who have not

I susceptible to the disease. previously seen grass tetany should
\ consult a veterinarian, Extension

Recognizing Grass Tetany livestock specialist, county agent,
Cows are most likely to get grass or other person who has had ex-

tetany soon after they are turned perience with the problem.
out on spring pasture. The problem Grass tetany should not be con-
may also occur when animals are fused with nitrate toxicity. In cases
on field crop aftermath or poor of nitrate toxicity, the blood is
quality hay. In mild cases, milk brown. Also, there is a grayish to
yield is decreased and the animals brownish discoloration of white
are nervous. These signs may in- areas on the skin and on the non-
dicate the need for preventive pigmented mucous membranes of
measures. In more severe cases, af- the mouth, nose, eyes, and vulva.
fected cows may avoid the rest of On some pastures, the hazard from

: the herd, walk with a stiff gait, and nitrate toxicity and from grass
I tetany may occur at the same time.

If animals are deficient in
calcium, they may be sluggish in-

1 U.S. Plant, Soil and Nutrition stead of nervous as they are when
~aboratory, Agricultural Research Serv- they have magnesium deficiency.
Ice, Ithaca, ,:,V 14853. . Animals may have a calcium and

I 2 Snake RIver Conservation Research .. .
j Center, Agricultural Research Service, ~agneslum defl~lency at. the same
; Kimberly, 1083341. time, thus masking the signs of

1
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magnesium concentration is high For dairy cows, 30 grams of
enough for the animals. Milking magnesium (60 grams or about 2
cows or cows nursing calves ounces of commercial grade MgO)
should get magnesium supplements per day is recommended. For
daily. calves, 4 to 8 grams per day (8 to

Since tetany-susceptible animals 16 grams of MgO) is needed,
are usually unable to obtain very depending on their ages.
much magnesium from their body Lactating ewes, just after giving
reserves, the daily supplement is birth during the tetany-susceptible
very important. If forage is high in period, should receive about 3
nitrogen, supplementing it with grams of magnesium (6 grams of
hay, molasses, or grain may in- MgO) per day.
crease magnesium availability to Magnesium supplements should
the animals. Animals feeding on be started several weeks before the
lush grass, however, are not likely tetany period to get the animals ac-
to eat much dry hay or mature customed to them.
standing forage. (4) Adding magnesium sulfate to

Throughout the high-risk period, drinking water is helpful. Some
a minimum of 10 grams of diarrhea may occur, but this has
magnesium should be given to not been a problem. Magnesium
beef cattle every day. For beef acetate or magnesium chloride
cows nursing rapidly growing may be used instead of magnesium
calves, 20 to 25 grams is better. sulfate. To be effective, the drink-
For beef cattle on hay, 8 to 10 ing trough must be the only source
grams per day is adequate. of water.

(5) Using pastures that are likely
to cause grass tetany to graze
steers and dry stock, and legume
hay or high-legume pastures to
feed milking cows and cows nurs-
ing calves is also recommended.

Film and Videocassettes
A 12-minute, 16-millimeter film

and V2- and 3/4-inch videocassettes
on grass tetany are available. For
more information, contact your
local Extension office or one of the
authors.
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